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Paradise lost

Cecily was the firstborn of Muriel Bowden Nixon (née Fletcher) and 
Robert James Nixon. Born on 4 December 1916, she later told us: ‘I like 
those numbers – eight fours. It was a Monday. I looked at my perpetual 
calendar.’1 She arrived in what she thought must have been the joyous 
early years of her parents’ marriage when they were living in Abermain, 
a small town on the New South Wales coalfields, about 3 miles west of 
Kurri Kurri. Her father worked there as a newly fledged doctor. She was a 
further joy to them – wanted and welcomed. They felt proud and fulfilled. 
She was warm and comfortable, loved, played with, responded to.

Her father, Robert, had decided at the age of 20 to train as a doctor, but he 
had first to obtain his ‘Junior’ and ‘Senior’ school certificates (equivalent 
to the Intermediate and Leaving). To do so, he enrolled in the Woodford 
Academy in the Blue Mountains and obtained both in little over one year. 
He commenced medical studies at the age of 21 and graduated in 1910. 
He completed his residency at Prince Alfred Hospital in Sydney where he 
met Muriel. She was a well-regarded nurse, having been head nurse 
at Grenfell Hospital in 1913 where a considerable amount of surgical 
work was done. In 1915, he married Muriel and commenced practice 
at Abermain. When Cecily was three months old, the family moved to 
Petersham, a western suburb of Sydney, and eventually into a large 1870s 
two-storey brick and cedar home from where her father ran his general 
practice. His medical career was interrupted when he served in the armed 
forces, returning in 1918 to his medical practice. He became honorary 
surgeon at Lewisham Hospital in 1927, and he practised from his home 

1  Cecily, 13. Where not otherwise referenced, information in this chapter has been drawn from 
Cecily’s letters to me in August 1990 reproduced in Cecily (1994).
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for the rest of his life as a general practitioner and general surgeon. A great 
deal of Robert’s surgery work was in skin grafting, then experimental, and 
for which innovative work he earned a wide reputation.

Cecily and her mother, Sydney, 1917.
Source: Family collection.
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Cecily wrote in 1990: ‘For nearly two years I lived in something like 
paradise.’2 Her perception that she was adored by her parents as a baby was 
‘reflected back to me from my parents’ faces’.3 Her feeling of being special, 
however, was short-lived. Cecily claimed to have had a strong recall of 
a deep feeling of rejection by her mother and of feeling inadequate by the 
time she was two. She attributed the source of these feelings to the sudden 
appearance of her sister Eleanor: ‘And where was paradise then? Gone! 
I no longer had my mother, my parents to myself.’4 She recalled this so 
strongly that she later told us that ever since she was a small child she had 
felt that she was an orphan and did not really have any parents.

By no means was Cecily’s childhood traumatic and she did recall things 
that made her happy. Nevertheless, she never left her past behind and her 
perception that her poor and unsatisfactory relationship with her mother 
had commenced when she was a tiny child never faded. She came to believe 
that her mother found Cecily to be a troublesome young child who tried 
to reclaim her former position and have her baby sister banished. She 
knew her parents did not understand how she felt, because otherwise they 
would have sent her sister, this foreigner, back to where she came from.

Eventually Cecily had to accept disapproval, anger and punishment – 
new experiences for her, and a living nightmare. Her doting parents were 
monsters, especially her mother who lost patience with her. Angels had 
turned into devils, heaven had turned into hell, overnight. She expressed 
this in her poem entitled ‘The Witch Mother’ in 1988:

The witch mother
scratches my skin,
enters,
takes up residence,
skates around my innards,
and screams from inside me.
Helpless I suffer,
restless I stagger,
from one place to another.5

2  Cecily, 5.
3  Cecily, 5.
4  Cecily, 13–14.
5  All of Cecily’s poetry quoted in this book have been extracted from a poetry collection of her 
work, held on Cecily family file.
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From left to right, Pam, Cecily and Eleanor Nixon, Sydney, c. 1920.
Source: Family collection.

In turn, Cecily believed that her parents’ angelic baby became a monster 
making their life hell. A governess arrived to help keep peace at home, 
which somewhat mollified her. Cecily could neither trust nor forgive 
her mother.

At two and a half Cecily was taken ‘out of the way’ by her governess each 
day to nursery school. Her enlightened mother chose a Montessori school 
– probably the only one to take such a young child in those days. She 
loved it: paradise again, where there were no babies, no rivals, only other 
children – all old enough to talk to her and play with her – and grown-up 
guardian angels. No one was angry and Cecily was never chided. Cecily 
enjoyed playing and working with shapes, colours, textures and music at 
school. She loved to draw and paint, to dance and sing, being busy and at 
rest. She could choose what she wanted to play with or learn about, and 
felt proud putting things away tidily when she had finished with them. 
She loved being a bit late for the train because she and her governess had 
to jump into the first available carriage, obliged to sit second class where 
the seats were of woven cane. She loved their colour and texture and the 
pattern of weaving.
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The Montessori school was a place of peace, harmony, gentleness, colour 
and order that stimulated the children’s mind and senses. It became a 
great influence on Cecily’s life. She stayed until she was about six, during 
which time she fell in love with a little boy called Bob. Her plan to capture 
him as her dance partner was ingenious. The children were all to pick a 
coloured cap from a basket, and they were to dance with the child who 
held the same coloured cap. Cecily picked a red cap, and kept her fingers 
on its twin, until Bob came to choose his, when she let it go. She had a 
clear memory of him, unaffected by photographs or stories told to her 
later. When, 50 years later, she learned that he was working in Papua New 
Guinea, she wrote to him and he replied, but she did not find out more 
about how he had reacted to her feminine wiles at school.

When Eleanor turned two and a half or three she joined Cecily at school. 
By then their younger sister Pamela was born and brother, Peter, was 
yet to come. Cecily was learning that while paradise did not belong to 
her alone, it could be shared. This shared contentment she accepted 
naturally, as though she had always known that it existed somewhere. 
Her behaviour improved and, remarkably, her mother’s did too. But a 
scarring rift between them remained. Cecily adored her father, but it 
was her mother’s strong personality that had lasting impact on Cecily’s 
emotional development. Robert was busy and relied on Muriel to manage 
the household. However, Muriel was a strong and independent woman 
with modern ideas – so much so that when the children were young and 
her husband was fully occupied with his career, she took herself abroad for 
six months, leaving the household in the care of a housekeeper. A smiling 
photograph of her on the ship’s deck, about to leave her young family, 
suggests that she had a strong view of her own entitlement. Sturdy shoes, 
skirt and striped top, her black hair neatly groomed, she looked ready for 
adventure, free of responsibility. Her youngest, Peter, was just old enough 
to recall her return – the abandonment, at barely three years old, never 
forgotten. At age 93, free of guilt, he told us, ‘I didn’t like her’.

Cecily attended Normanhurst, a private school with a regular curriculum 
and strong leadership, for most of her primary education. It began in a 
cottage in Bland Street in Ashfield, expanding into a two-storey house 
next door. Cecily knew it as ‘The Cottage’. It was among the oldest 
private schools for girls in New South Wales, founded in 1882, and proud 
of the many brilliant students it produced. Here, her emotional responses 
were tested. On her first day, Cecily made a new class friend, Betty, who 
Cecily recalled as an ‘angel figure’ who had ‘golden skin, golden-brown 
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or brown-gold hair which hung straight …’. Sadly, Betty died before they 
entered upper school. At the end of first year in upper school Cecily won 
a volume of the complete works of Shakespeare, as a prize in English, 
given in memory of Betty, a treasure she kept for life. Then, another girl, 
Beryl, a small dark-haired child, died from tuberculosis. Next, when 
Cecily was in her teens, her Latin teacher, Miss Gallagher, died. Cecily did 
not know how to react. When she came home from school she told her 
mother that ‘Giss’ had died. Not knowing how to talk about death and 
feeling embarrassed, she delivered the news half laughing and half crying 
(without producing tears) because she knew it was sad. She had liked Miss 
Gallagher for her unusual ideas and sense of humour. She later reflected 
how confused she was and how little she knew about her emotions.

Benefiting from an excellent primary school education, Cecily learned 
about Greek myths and illustrated them. She was no artist and recalled 
crude drawings she created to accompany Pygmalion and Galatea. The 
myths stayed with her, perhaps symbolic to her in some way of coming 
truly alive, she suggested, or of idealism, of wishes coming true? Hans 
Christian Andersen’s fairy story of Kai and Gerda and the Snow Queen 
also stayed with her. She remembered it as ‘The Ice Queen’, probably 
because Gerda saved her friend Kai when he was almost immobile on 
a frozen lake by the power of her love – kissing him and weeping warm 
tears on him, melting his heart. It was not dissimilar to the myths about 
people coming alive, she thought. Reflecting on her intrigue with the 
Snow Queen, Cecily felt that it said something about her, too. She 
remembered and dwelt on this fairy tale even in adulthood, in her search 
of understanding of herself. Literature and words entranced her. Once, 
when she referred to a ‘galosher’, someone corrected her, saying ‘galosh’. 
It was an enlightening moment, making her think about words, and like 
them. There were subjects she did not like or excel at, like needlework. 
Her sewing teacher told her that her hemming was like cats’ teeth.

The joys of learning and making friends and engaging in social life, 
however, did not improve Cecily’s self-confidence. At primary school 
she ‘felt foolish’. She did not know how to take teasing and always felt 
different. People expected her to behave in certain ways that she knew 
nothing about; she felt ignorant and innocent, in comparison with some 
of the girls. She later considered that she probably asked unexpected 
questions and thought in unusual ways – so that she felt that she did 
not fit in. Although nothing troubling happened at school, she perceived 
that she was not quite of their world, ‘or of anyone else’s, except perhaps 
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my own’. Feeling ‘different’, which possibly many introverted people feel, 
became something she believed for the rest of her life. In 1988 when asked 
to pen a quick response after ‘clustering’ associations to the phrase ‘Birds 
of a feather flock together’ as a writing exercise, this emerged:

Aloneness or comfort?
Comfort from crowds?
But I am an eagle
and choose to be alone.
Crowds are no comfort to me.
How out of place I’d feel
Even in a flock of eagles!

Cecily was an enigma. She expressed feelings of being a misfit at home and 
misunderstood by her mother in particular, yet she talked about so many 
happy times with her family. Her childhood was full. Two playful dogs, 
Mr Woozle and Kipper, formed a part of it, as did her father’s A-model 
Ford and the many visitors they had with children who Cecily and her 
siblings played with. One of them, Humphrey, who she did not really 
like, asked eight-year-old Cecily if she would marry him. She replied, 
‘I suppose so’. Then, as an adult she wondered what this said about her 
and her expectations of happiness in life.

Cecily had been in the upper school at Normanhurst for one year when 
the school amalgamated in 1929 with another girls’ school close by, 
‘Elmswood’, and the school was run by the ‘horrid Miss Miles and her 
sister Miss Elsie’.6 They did away with the gymnasium, which Cecily saw 
as one of the disasters in her life. She played tennis at school but otherwise 
did not excel at sport, probably because she was young for her classes, and 
behind her cohort in height and strength as well as confidence. But she 
had loved the gym ropes and bars, the rings and the vaulting box. The 
school deteriorated and many of Cecily’s friends left to go elsewhere. Her 
leaving pass was abysmal in her view, apart from an ‘A’ in English because 
she enjoyed it and learning Latin and Greek roots. She tried to squeeze 
out a few tears to show remorse, but felt nothing much. With some 
coaching she managed to matriculate – just – and went on to university 
the next year.

6  Cecily, 20.
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The rift between Cecily and Muriel never closed. Cecily found her 
father by contrast gentle, less assertive than her mother, and more 
loveable. Muriel seemed not to understand how to deal with sensitive 
and introverted Cecily, so differently constructed emotionally than she. 
Mother and child suffered all their lives from each never understanding 
the rejection by the other. The depth of Cecily’s feelings about her mother 
are revealed in another poem, ‘Forgiveness’, which she wrote in 1988, the 
first stanza from which reads:

But I forgive you, mother,
I forgive you
because now I need you,
and I need you to be
just as you were, because –
because of you, I am myself.

In the same year, she also wrote ‘Paradox’:

Your face means death – and life.
You gave me life, and yet
you killed me.
You loved me,
and you took away from me
all that I had.
You haunt me,
because I love you.
I was wounded.

Had Cecily not experienced paradise at such an early stage, its comparison 
with her happiness in other stages of her life would not have been so stark 
– like one who is born colour-blind and does not know the brilliance of 
colours never seen. Cecily wanted to retain the early bliss of being loved 
and understood. It might be around the next corner, but finding it eluded 
her and her later childhood feelings of being misunderstood perpetuated 
well into adulthood. For the whole of her life Cecily seemed to feel that 
others tried to capture her soul. After her mother died and her father had 
embarked on a new life with a new wife, Cecily might have then gained 
control of her life had she not lost her emotional tug-of-war with John. 
Two complex people drawn to each other, neither ever fully understanding 
the other’s vulnerabilities, embarked on a most unusual life together.
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